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Abstract
Review of: Rabid: A Cultural History of the World’s Most Diabolical Virus; Bill Wasik and Monica Murphy;
(2012). Viking Press, New York, NY. 240 pages. The fear of rabies lurks deep in the world’s collective
consciousness. In their book, Rabid: A Cultural History of the World’s Most Diabolical Virus, Bill Wasik and
Monica Murphy describe the cultural impact of this rare but viscerally terrifying viral infection. This book
spans both millennia and the globe with descriptions of Greek myths with rabid overtones and the rabies
outbreak in New York’s Central Park in 2009. Throughout the book, the authors emphasize both notable
rabies cases throughout history and the impact of the disease on shaping our language, religion, literature,
cinema, and the science of microbiology.
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such as Hendra, Q fever, malaria and HIV/AIDS. Some-
times his storytelling obscures the science, but it also 
enhances students’ understanding of the work of science. 
Quammen’s book is driven by the question, “What will the 
next big one be?” and brings together ecology, evolution, 
epidemiology, veterinary science, and microbiology. He 
is not afraid of bats or snakes, and takes the reader on 
journeys through the jungles and to the wet markets of 
China to appreciate the complexities of disease emergence. 
Evolution is a major theme in Spillover and Quammen is 
eager to embrace how human behavior shapes the niches 
available to other organisms. In contrast to Laurie Gar-
rett’s The Coming Plague (1994), Spillover is more focused on 
science and human ecology and far less on the politics that 
accompany disease control. This book is well-researched 
and well-referenced, and students (and professors) can 
probe more deeply with background articles. 
I developed activities to structure how students 
read and understood the text and the research behind it. 
Spillover starts with Hendra virus in horses, humans, and 
bats in Queensland, Australia. This is a harbinger of things 
to come. It provides Quammen with the opportunity to 
introduce his big ideas: the impact of changing ecologies, 
changing patterns of human behavior, and spillover from 
species to species. The chapter on the emergence of HIV/
AIDS brings together new ideas about disease amplifiers 
and provides an intriguing set of hypotheses. 
In class we use Spillover to launch activities. Students 
develop a timeline of HIV emergence. They also analyze 
data on SARS, contrast the impact and the control of 
diseases in plants and people, and construct a concept 
map to understand the multiple approaches to malaria 
control using the Johns Hopkins Malaria Research Insti-
tute website (http://malaria.jhsph.edu/).
My overall goal is that students will be able to syn-
thesize learning and apply it to a new situation. At the 
end of the semester I asked students, in small groups, 
to design a scenario for “the next big one.” One group 
suggested a viral disease spread by ticks but amplified 
in puppies at a puppy mill. They recognized barriers to 
control in the United States, where people love their 
puppies. Another group designed a disease carried by 
fruit bats that contaminated fruit used for smoothies 
sold at Olympic venues in Brazil. With a long incubation 
period for the disease, infected individuals would travel 
back while feeling well, but begin to spread a respiratory 
disease around the world. 
Spillover takes its science seriously and as such can 
serve as the core for a SENCER (www.sencer.net) course, 
providing the scaffolding to investigate the complemen-
tary disciplines involved in the surveillance and control 
of infectious diseases. It could work effectively with new 
biology majors or in a senior seminar, as it shows the 
interdependence of scientific work. Quammen has done 
a superb job of integrating the excitement of investiga-
tion in exploring the microbial challenges of the future.
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The fear of rabies lurks deep in the world’s collective 
consciousness. In their book, Rabid: A Cultural History of the 
World’s Most Diabolical Virus, Bill Wasik and Monica Murphy 
describe the cultural impact of this rare but viscerally ter-
rifying viral infection. This book spans both millennia and 
the globe with descriptions of Greek myths with rabid 
overtones and the rabies outbreak in New York’s Central 
Park in 2009. Throughout the book, the authors empha-
size both notable rabies cases throughout history and the 
impact of the disease on shaping our language, religion, 
literature, cinema, and the science of microbiology. 
The book is organized semi-chronologically, with the 
first several chapters dedicated to the early history of ra-
bies. The compelling illustrations that open each chapter 
range from 15th century manuscript woodcuts to modern 
photographs. For the most part, these images capture the 
terror rabies has engendered throughout the centuries. 
The pace of the introductory chapters is, unfortunately, 
rather slow, with the focus on the dual nature of dogs as 
both “man’s best friend” and demon-hound. These chapters 
also describe the potential for rabies as the disease that 
significantly contributed to vampire and werewolf legends.
The pace of the book picks up as it becomes more 
narrowly focused in the middle chapters. The book builds 
up to Pasteur’s creation of the first known treatment of 
this invariably fatal disease. There was a large increase in 
the number of pet dogs and, not surprisingly, rabies cases 
throughout Europe and the United States in the 1800s. The 
“hydrophobia hysteria” that the authors describe led to an 
increase in public awareness. It also led to rather interesting 
ideas about what causes rabies: from spontaneous genera-
tion of the disease in dogs to sexual frustration in humans. 
These observations make the impact of Pasteur’s work 
disproving spontaneous generation all the more relevant. 
The contemporary accounts, written by Pasteur’s assistants 
describing the dangers of rabies research and the process of 
collecting saliva from a rabid animal, give the reader a new 
appreciation for the dangers faced by this dedicated group. 
Downloaded from www.asmscience.org by
IP:  129.186.176.207
On: Wed, 17 Feb 2016 17:22:29
Journal of Microbiology & Biology Education  
REVIEWS
Volume 14, Number 1140
The final chapters demonstrate the lingering cultural 
horror that still surrounds the disease as well as describing 
new directions in rabies research. The authors explain how 
the rabies-free status of the British Isles impacted public 
opinion regarding the construction of the tunnel between 
France and England. On a related note, they describe a re-
cent outbreak of rabies in Bali, a previously rabies-free island, 
and a rabies incident in Central Park. They also describe 
how Dr. Willoughby designed the Milwaukee protocol that 
was used to save Jeanna Giese and the results seen with this 
treatment. The concluding chapter, fittingly titled “the devil 
leashed” describes how modern neuroscientists are using 
the rabies virus’s propensity to invade nerves to deliver 
inhibitory RNA across the blood brain barrier. 
While the first few chapters have a tendency to wan-
der off the topic of rabies, the second half of the book is 
more focused and useful to a microbiology instructor. The 
vivid descriptions of the dangers faced by Pasteur’s group 
engage the reader and could readily be incorporated into 
a germ theory case study. The balanced discussion of the 
Milwaukee protocol’s effectiveness could be the founda-
tion of a medical ethics discussion or structured debate 
in immunology. The extensive bibliography could be the 
starting point for an advanced microbiology student re-
search project. Overall, this book was both educational 
and entertaining and worth reading. 
Nancy Boury
Iowa State University, Ames, IA 
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In Sick from Freedom: African-American Illness and Suf-
fering during the Civil War and Reconstruction, Jim Downs 
provides a clearly written, concise, extensively docu-
mented, and unusual perspective of the Civil War through 
Reconstruction. It also stands out because of the breadth 
and depth of coverage in economic, social, political, medi-
cal, and personal areas. The onset of legal emancipation 
brought with it an avalanche of interacting questions and 
problems which ultimately involved the entire nation and 
resulted in massive numbers of deaths. These questions 
and problems included:
• How could poorly educated freedpeople, with limited 
experience, compete with whites for the minimal num-
ber of jobs available?
• If freedmen pursued their goals to flee plantations in 
pursuit of jobs or to join the Union Army, how could 
they continue to provide for members of their extended 
families who remained behind or traveled with them?
• With the collapsing plantation system and the lack of 
jobs/wages, how could the freedpeople afford shelter, 
food, and medical care or even consider education? 
These problems were only increased by the dangers 
of enforced migrations through a war-torn nation 
that was battling outbreaks of smallpox, cholera, 
and dysentery. 
• Could the freedpeople who had resources find medical 
facilities that were able to provide trained personnel 
willing to dedicate their already overtaxed time and 
resources to treating this population? This was espe-
cially pertinent since, at the time, African-Americans 
were thought to have different susceptibilities to, and 
responses to, diseases and were thought to be unable 
to care for themselves in the long term. 
• Since the medical facilities and other resources were 
dedicated primarily to whites and secondarily to 
promoting a healthy workforce, what would be done 
for innumerable children, elderly, incapacitated, and/
or injured freedpeople? This was especially a problem 
because freedpeople were thought to be at risk for 
becoming totally dependent if care was provided and 
would die if care was denied. 
• The majority of these questions, while left unconsid-
ered by many local, regional, and national officials, did 
capture the interest of many volunteer organizations, 
particularly from the North. The responses provided 
by the volunteer organizations and a few governmental 
agencies were frequently too little, too late; and the 
needs of the freedpeople were poorly communicated. 
Unfortunately the majority of these questions and 
problems were also applicable to Native Americans, 
who were concurrently being resettled away from 
their traditional homes to inhospitable regions of the 
country. The consequences for Native Americans 
mirrored those of the freedpeople. 
Down’s book, with a writing style similar to that of 
Shelby Foote in The Civil War: A Narrative, is a pleasure to 
read and has an incredible number of resources (over 750 
endnotes) plus an extensive bibliography and a well-orga-
nized index. In dealing with the broad, sweeping impacts 
of the Civil War and emancipation, the book’s content is 
much more historical, sociological, and anthropological 
than biological or microbiological. The diseases discussed, 
though not a main focus of the book, do demonstrate the 
impacts of malnutrition, social strife, and war on an entire 
country. They also highlight the misconception that the 
former slaves were physiologically different from the white 
population. It would make a very effective book for use 
in a seminar series, as supplemental reading (springboard 
for discussion) in a multidisciplinary course for upper-
level undergraduates or graduate students, or for honors 
program participants. 
